School governing bodies in England have considerable powers and responsibilities with regard to the education of pupils. This paper draws on an analysis of policy and on qualitative research in the governing bodies of four maintained schools. It explores two policy technologies through which education and the work of school governing bodies are constituted as apolitical. Firstly, it considers the move to recruit governors with (unspecified) 'skills' rather than those with a representative role who might provide diverse perspectives.
Introduction
School governing bodies in England have considerable powers and responsibilities with regard to the education of pupils. This paper explores two policy technologies through which education and the work of school governing bodies are constituted as apolitical.
These policy technologies might be understood as components of the operation of 'good The Coalition Government's 'Governors' Handbook', published after the research period, at first sight, appears similar:
In all types of schools, governing bodies should have a strong focus on three core strategic functions: a. Ensuring clarity of vision, ethos and strategic direction; b. Holding the headteacher to account for the educational performance of the school and its pupils; and c. Overseeing the financial performance of the school and making sure its money is well spent (DfE 2013 (DfE , 6, 2014c However, there are subtle but important differences. 'Setting aims' seems qualitatively different to 'ensuring clarity'. 'Setting aims' may suggest discussion by governing bodies (and hence, possibly, local communities) The subtle policy changes in the role of governors do not only apply to their role but also to who is valued as a governor. There has been an ongoing move to value governors with 'skills' and this was officially introduced into the regulations after the research period (DfE 2014b, 27) . In March 2015, the Department for Education (DfE) announced £1 million to 'help schools across England recruit highly-skilled governors' (DfE 2015) . These developments make research into the valuing of governors with 'skills' particularly timely and this is discussed under 'The discourse of 'skills'' below.
Approach to research
This paper has emerged from qualitative research with the governing bodies of four local authority (LA) maintained schools in one London borough in 2011 and 2012. Two schools, Avon and Severn, were primary and two, Mersey and Tyne, were secondary.
The research involved a total of 23 meeting observations and 25 interviews. The methods of data generation and analysis were designed to explore governors' practices.
The research questions for the wider research were predominantly 'how?' type questions about how concrete practices operate. These research questions were:
1. How do discourses of democracy and citizenship operate in school governing bodies? Young, H. (2016 The study schools were all within one LA as the focus was on governing bodies rather than on differences between LAs. The borough has a very mixed population with great extremes of wealth and poverty. The schools were selected largely on access grounds. I asked people who I knew to introduce me to community schools in this LA and, ultimately, I conducted research in all that agreed. My initial contact in them was with both the headteacher and the chair of governors. I recognised that headteachers who were comfortable to have their governing body meetings observed were likely to feel they had relatively positive relationships with their governors. However, I am not concerned that this was an obstacle to exploring the issues discussed in this paper.
The schools were all LA maintained schools. Avon Primary, Severn Primary and Tyne Secondary were all community schools. Mersey Secondary was a voluntary controlled school with a foundation which owns the land and nominates five of the governors. The primary schools both had about 450 students and the secondary schools both had just over 1,000 students. All four schools were mixed-sex and had more pupils than average entitled to Free School Meals (FSM is used by the government as an indicator of disadvantage). They had a significant majority of pupils from minority ethnic backgrounds, apart from Mersey Secondary where the proportion of minority ethnic pupils was closer to a half. Avon Primary placed an emphasis on 'inclusion' and DRAFT OF: and one who was less so. In some cases, the choice of interviewee was informed by a specific discussion, for example, a group of Muslim fathers led a campaign against the sex and relationships education (SRE) taking place in some schools and this was discussed at length in a meeting where only one Muslim, a mother, was present so I was interested in her views on the framing of that particular discussion. 2 The initial letter of each participant's pseudonym reflects the type of governor they were when I first met them: 'H' for headteachers, 'P' for parent governors, 'T' for teacher governors, 'S' for support staff, 'Sp' for sponsor governors, 'F' for foundation (Mersey Secondary only), 'C' for community governor, 'L' for LA governors and 'A' for associate governors.
The clerks were given the pseudonyms of Clark and Clara. The observations of subsequent meetings in each school were more focused on themes that emerged from the first meeting.
Agendas and minutes were also examined. Before attending meetings in each school, I reviewed the agendas and minutes for the previous year to develop an understanding of the specifics of each governing body. This provided a useful basis for the observations and interviews. Furthermore, I was able to revisit agendas and minutes to explore themes which arose from the observations and interviews.
Since the research questions aimed to explore how particular practices operated, the analysis was broadly inductive. However, it was partially guided by the research Furthermore, national policy texts were analysed. The emphasis in this study was on policy that particularly relates to governing bodies but there was a recognition of the changing context of schools policy and wider public policy. Policy was analysed both as text and as discourse (Ball 2006 (Ball [1993 ). Governors are not always directly aware of policy texts but are still constituted by policy discourse in complex ways.
Policy texts were considered together with observations and interviews which explored aspects of governors' understanding of their role and of policy. The clerks helped to ensure that the structures and procedures of meetings largely reflected national policy. Headteachers played a significant part in mediating governors' understanding of education policy and, for some, training courses and local authority (LA) meetings were also significant. Ofsted inspections and rumours of the conduct and outcomes of other schools' inspections were also important for governors' understanding of their role.
Since 2010, school governors had a higher profile in the media with a number of comments and speeches about them from the Secretary of State and the head of Ofsted, the national inspectorate, (e.g. Wilshaw 2013, Gove 2012a) and this has further implications for how they understand their roles. The paper discusses some of the ambivalences and ambiguities in relation to policy discourses around governors through a focus on two key policy technologies. the real political task in a society such as ours is to criticize the working of institutions which appear to be both neutral and independent; to criticize them in such a manner that the political violence which has always exercised itself obscurely through them will be unmasked, so that one can fight them (Foucault and Rabinow 1991, 6) The discourse of 'skills'
Policy technologies
The first policy technology discussed in this paper is that of the valuing of 'skills'. The increasing policy focus on governors having 'skills' has important effects, as suggested by Gove's statement above. 'Skills' is often used in opposition to 'representation' so the valuing of governors with skills operates to simultaneously devalue representative governors. 'Skills' tend to be associated, in policy discourse and by governors in the study schools, with business and a business rationality.
Furthermore, as mentioned, the language of skills reinforces a conception of governing as an apolitical technical process. The actual skills required do not need to be specified in order for the policy technology to have these effects. In fact the lack of clarity aids its operation as there are limited specific skills that anyone might disagree with.
Policy discourse has tended to be around a binary between skilled and representative stakeholder governors. The Parliamentary Education Select Committee has an important role in scrutinising the work of the Government. The Committee held a major inquiry into the role of school governing bodies and, in its initial call for evidence, it asked for submissions to comment on 'the structure and membership of governing bodies, including the balance between representation and skills' (Education Committee 2013, 5). However, it did not make any recommendations in relation to this 'balance'. Its report acknowledged the debate but made no contribution to it:
Evidence to our inquiry showed mixed opinions on the appropriate balance in a school governing body between individuals with specific skills, and representatives of stakeholder groups. We recommend that government suggest the types of skills that school governing bodies should seek to recruit, such as strong financial skills or human resources expertise (CBI 2013, 3) Such tangible skills might be consistent with a depoliticised 'state volunteer' (Deem, Brehony, and Heath 1995) discourse. However, James et al and the National Governors Association (NGA) explicitly warn against governors drawing on such skills to do pro bono work which would suggest governors should play an operational role in schools:
Governors with functional/operational skills, such as financial or human resource management, are often welcomed onto governing bodies because those skills may be of value in ensuring the effective operation of the school… Recruiting governors because of their functional skills may suggest that they have operational responsibility, which is not part of the governors' remit (James et al. 2010, 17) there has been a trend to recruit lawyers to governing bodies, but a number of lawyers have found that once on the governing body, they are not being asked to bring their analytical skills to governance, but are being asked to provide the Apart from the parent governor, Pir's, Somali-English translation skills, these 'functional/operational skills' (James et al. 2010, 17) were associated with the finance and personnel committees which were the higher status committees: I think when they are looking to involve parents who haven't got an obvious um skill set that corresponds with the finance or personnel, then the obvious choice is to try and involve them in the community and curriculum committees because it is more immediate to their interests as parents (Leonard, Tyne) Unlike the experiences of parenthood, 'skills' tend to be presented as valuable, neutral and context free even though they are often associated with business.
In constituting education and governing as apolitical, the point of this policy technology is not to pin down specific skills but to leave them open. This is exemplified by the statutory guidance on the new 2014 regulations. It has a section on 'The skills governing bodies need' which is quoted below to show the openness of the definition which even includes 'personal attributes'. The lack of clear definition makes the 'skills' difficult to disagree with:
The skills governing bodies need 16. The Regulations, as amended, create an explicit requirement that all appointed governors have the skills required to contribute to effective governance and the success of the school. The specific skills that governing bodies need to meet their particular challenges will vary. It is therefore for governing bodies and other appointing persons to determine in their own opinion, having regard to this guidance, what these skills are and be satisfied that the governors they appoint have them.
They may interpret the word skills to include personal attributes, qualities and
capabilities, such as the ability and willingness to learn and develop new skills.
17. Experience has shown that all governors need a strong commitment to the role and to improving outcomes for children, the inquisitiveness to question and analyse, and the willingness to learn. They need good inter-personal skills,
